FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
in the limitless plain, a solitary man stood beside a dying
donkey whose back was all one sore. Carcasses abounded.
The poor little donkeys with which the roads of Asia are
strewn—though they know how to be very exasperating at
times—ought to have a ballad written about them.
I rode as fast as Absalom cared to go, so as to get in a
couple of hours' sleep somewhere while waiting for the others
to come up. From the top of a dune I saw a pole standing up
and then suddenly, gleaming like a jewel, a sheet of water
beside some century-old mulberry trees. It was Ovraz and
its solitary house. I found a detachment of Tungan soldiers
there. Their bearded officer invited me to sit on his rugs,
which were lined with white sheeting. I did so—and slept
for an hour.
The soldiers had six handcuffed prisoners in their charge.
These had been captured during the rebellion at Charklik
and were being taken to Khotan to be tried. The soldiers
were well-built fellows and roared with real guard-room
laughter when Peter, jumping off his donkey, managed to
tear the seat of his trousers. I did not laugh so hilariously, for
it was on me the job of mending that tear must fall. But
indirectly my sewing brought us an omelet for our supper.
The pretty daughter of the sardi keeper assured me she had
no eggs, but a moment later she saw my needles and pro-
duced four eggs in exchange for two of them.
That night we slept blessedly on an earthen platform at the
foot of a tree. Enormous white mulberries splashed on our
faces from time to time, but they hardly disturbed us. I
did, however, wake up suddenly out of a nightmare in
which I had been lying on a shore lashed by storm-driven
waves. It was already morning when I woke. The great
sandy wind had risen, the shamal which turns day into night.
At every turn I made, the sand that had been heaped
up on me fell off. There was nothing for it but to take
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